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Kia	Ora.	
I	am	not	an	academic.	I	am	not	a	member	of	government.	I	am	not	representing	an	
N.G.O.	I	don’t	have	a	start-up.	I	am	here	as	a	member	of	civil	society	who	has	taken	an	
interest	in	this	area	over	the	past	five	years.	
This	presentation	draws	on	analyses	of	New	Zealand	social	media	I	have	made	over	the	
past	few	years.	It	largely	applies	directly	to	Twitter,	as	it	is	the	easiest	platform	to	
ethically	study.	However,	the	techniques	may	be	useful	for	other	services	from	which	
similar	types	of	data	can	be	obtained.	
In	analysing	New	Zealand	social	media,	the	construction	of	“New	Zealand”	shapes	the	
sampling	process,	which	then,	in	turn,	shapes	the	evidence	gathered.	There	is	a	general	
emancipatory	principle	that	people	of	a	region	should	have	the	right	to	speak	about	
matters	concerning	that	region.	But	what	does	“of	a	region”	mean	on	the	internet?	
	
Figure	1:	Physical	and	Cultural	New	Zealand	
A	physical	location	can	be	defined	by	Twitter	location	fields.	But	as	the	location	is	
determined	by	user-entered	text,	the	few	accounts	that	provide	it	can	be	very	
unreliable.	Given	200	or	so	tweets	made	by	an	account,	the	posting	timestamps	can	be	
aggregated	to	show	an	overall	daily	pattern.	At	a	population	level,	most	people	sleep	
(have	inactive	accounts)	from	1	am	to	5	am	local	time.	This	enables	estimating	timezone	
on	most	accounts	with	+/-	1	hour	accuracy.	Timezones,	in	turn,	approximate	to	
longitude.	New	Zealand	is	in	a	very	uncommon	timezone,	so	this	is	a	very	effective	local	
technique.	With	greater	levels	of	aggregation	in-day	events	like	work	boundaries,	
region-specific	holidays,	and	nation-specific	time	effects	such	as	daylight	savings	
changes	can	be	observed.	
	
Figure	2:	account	activity	in	local	(NZ)	timezone	
	
In	the	Figure	2	example,	user	A	is	in	New	Zealand	and	inactive	between	midnight	and	7	
am.	User	B	shifts	from	the	United	Kingdom	to	New	Zealand,	maintaining	a	similar	local	7	
am	to	11	pm	activity	pattern	in	both	countries.	User	C,	a	fringe	right-wing	account	in	
New	Zealand,	claimed	to	have	travelled	to	Washington	D.C.	to	join	the	pro-Trump	
protests	and	engaging	with	locals	in	local-time	activities.	However,	his	account	did	not	
shift	by	the	7	hours	time	difference	between	the	two	areas.	While	fiction	is	not,	and	
should	not,	be	illegal,	this	highlights	social	media	weaknesses	around	veracity	and	first-
person	witness.	
A	common	strategy	for	finding	posts	on	topics	is	platform	search.	However,	this	finds	all	
those	discussing	a	topic,	like	“New	Zealand”,	including	the	vast	number	of	overseas	
accounts	treating	“New	Zealand”	as	a	rhetorical	construct	in	their	local	debates.	
A	more	sophisticated,	but	more	computationally	intensive,	method	of	locating	accounts	
culturally	is	to	use	network	analyses	to	place	the	accounts	in	relation	to	the	social	
network	of	other	accounts.	
In	2018	there	was	a,	largely	failed,	alt-right	speaking	tour	of	New	Zealand	as	part	of	a	
tour	of	Australasia.	Over	40,000	accounts,	the	majority	from	outside	of	New	Zealand,	
replied	to/retweeted/quote-tweeted	various	key	discussion	threads.	
Participants	in	the	discussion	were	physically	classified	by	aggregating	posting	time	and	
were	culturally	classified	by	analysing	the	relationship	between	what	was	being	read	by	
them	and	their	replies.	The	repliers	to	the	primary	posts	on	the	topic	either	replied	to	
and	liked	the	primary	author,	or	replied	to	and	did	not	like	the	primary	author.	The	
replies	to	and	likes	give	a	self-defining	supportive	audience	(replies	to	and	retweets	
would	function	to	determine	supportiveness	in	a	very	similar	manner).	
By	aggregating	the	other	likes	of	the	support	audience	a	common	set	of	“authors	liked	
by	people	who	liked	the	primary	authors”	can	be	established.	If	the	set	of	people	who	
replied	and	did	not	like	the	primary	authors	is	restricted	to	the	set	of	people	who	did	
not	like	the	primary	authors	and	did	not	like	any	authors	co-liked	by	those	that	liked	the	
primary	authors,	who	they	were	liking	instead	can	be	established	as	a	core	set	of	
authors	liked	by	people	who	do	not	like	the	alt-right.	
	
Figure	3:	Participation	by	cultural	context	
	
Figure	3	places	people	vertically	by	how	active	they	were	in	the	online	discussion,	and	
horizontally	on	the	nett	degree	to	which	they	like	accounts	liked	by	those	opposed	to	
the	alt-right(left)	vs	like	accounts	liked	by	those	that	liked	the	alt-right	(right).	
The	collections	of	reference	accounts	provide	a	self-defining	cultural	placement,	where	
the	local	support	for	the	alt-right	in	all	countries	was	drawing	on	a	common	set	of	
international	(predominantly	North	American)	alt-right	accounts.	The	local	oppositions	
to	the	alt-right	visits	were	reading	local	voices	of	opposition,	primary	the	kind	of	
Twitter	accounts	that	write	tweets	explaining	the	context	of	events,	what	I	will	
shorthand	as	civil-society	nerds.	In	New	Zealand,	there	were	a	second	group	of	accounts	
being	liked	by	those	opposed	to	the	visit,	Maori	accounts	from	across	the	political	
spectrum.	New	Zealand	contributions	were	visibly	unusual	compared	to	Australia	and	
the	United	States	by	the	degree	to	which	indigenous	voices	were	contributing	toward	
the	majoritarian	debate.	
And	often	physical	and	cultural	are	in	parallel.	When	New	Zealand	family	planning	said	
its	services	were	available	to	everyone	including	Trans	people,	English	descended	in	
droves	to	voice	their	displeasure	at	times,	and	with	language,	alien	to	the	discussion	
between	people	in	this	country.	
It	is	a	problem	for	New	Zealand	discussions	if	they	get	swamped	by	comments	mistaken	
as	strong	local	opinion	creating	vast	misimpressions	about	New	Zealand	values.	A	
spontaneous	resistance	strategy	among	locals	was	to	manually	lookup	account	details	
and	post	a	reply	with	their	origin,	much	to	offshore	confusion.	This	organic	stochastic	
civil	society	response	to	bigotry	was	defending	a	New	Zealand	institution	by	signposting	
how	the	critics	were	neither	physically	nor	culturally	part	of	New	Zealand.	
For	this	talk,	I	collected	a	five	country	geographically	balanced	sample	of	Twitter.	I	
collated	the	latitude	and	longitude	of	cities	and	towns	in	New	Zealand	with	populations	
between	10,000	and	2	million.	Then	matched	urban	areas	in	Australia	(New	South	
Wales	and	Queensland),	Sri	Lanka,	the	United	Kingdom,	and	the	United	States	
(Colorado).	As	there	were	no	comparative	urban	areas	to	London	or	Sydney,	these	were	
excluded.	
For	all	urban	areas,	a	location-based	Twitter	search	was	conducted	for	recent	activity	as	
of	4	pm	14th	of	February	(local	time).	From	each	set	of	regional	results,	a	random	
sample	of	accounts	were	drawn	in	proportion	to	their	region’s	population	size	and	
aggregated	into	a	national	pool.	The	national	pool	was	then	sampled	to	obtain	a	
nationwide	sample	of	1000	accounts.	The	intent	was	to	construct	a	sample	set	reflecting	
the	country	via	Twitter,	rather	than	a	sample	set	based	on	strength	of	usage	of	Twitter	
within	the	county.	
For	the	national	sample	of	1000	accounts,	the	last	200	tweets,	600	likes,	and	the	
followers	list	for	the	account	was	downloaded	over	the	next	five	days.	As	location	
information	is	unreliable,	the	aggregate	posting	times	of	the	last	200	tweets	were	
checked,	and	accounts	unlikely	to	be	in	the	correct	timezone	for	the	region	were	
discarded.	Because	of	the	unreliability	of	user-entered	location	data,	I	felt	that	
discarding	unlikely	accounts	made	a	more	representative	sample.	
	
Figure	4:	Tweeting	behavior	
	
The	most	clearly	unusual	thing	in	the	data	is	the	Australian	propensity	for	retweeting.	
But	I	am	not	an	expert	on	Australian	usage,	so	what	is	most	interesting	to	me	(as	a	New	
Zealand	expert)	is	New	Zealand’s	propensity	to	reply.	I	have	seen	the	pattern	of	high	
Australian	retweets	and	high	New	Zealand	replies	in	other	Twitter	data	sets	as	well,	so	
this	is	broadly	consistent	with	older	samples.	
Anecdotally,	while	New	Zealander’s	replying	is	not	particularly	hostile,	offshore	people	
on	Twitter	who	find	a	few	New	Zealanders	in	their	mentions	talking	out	things	can	
become	a	bit	freaked	out	by	the	level	of	activity	going	on	in	their	mentions.	
Within	the	general	category	of	replies,	I	specifically	identified	the	percentage	of	the	last	
200	tweets	that	replied	to	a	follower	of	the	account.	Replies	to	followers	is	an	act	of	
maximal	inclusion	and	encouragement	where	a	shared	understanding	of	the	world	can	
be	built.	A	conversation	between	an	account	and	someone	they	are	interested	in	enough	
to	follow.	The	median	rate	of	replying	to	followers	amount	New	Zealand	accounts	was	
11%	of	their	last	200	tweets,	while	the	median	rate	of	Australian	accounts	was	3%	of	
their	last	200	tweets.	
	
Figure	5:	Replies	to	followers	as	percentage	of	timeline	
	
To	estimate	the	probabilistic	distance	between	different	countries,	I	resampled	the	
collected	New	Zealand	accounts	a	billion	times	to	see	how	often	a	median	value	similar	
to	those	of	other	countries	was	generated.	If	the	results	between	countries	were	the	
result	of	random	chance	in	the	sampling	process,	we	would	expect	to	see	a	distance	the	
size	of	NZ	vs.	the	UK	to	occur	less	than	1	time	in	20,000,	and	the	distance	of	NZ	to	any	of	
the	other	countries	to	occur	less	than	1	time	in	a	billion.	So	this	suggests	the	differences	
are	genuine	national	characteristics.	
Because	it	is	the	same	platform,	this	shows	a	source	of	hope	for	ameliorating	some	of	
the	negative	effects.	These	differences	are	not	generated	by	the	platform,	so	must	be	the	
effects	of	the	wider	culture	of	the	users.	People	can	change	the	way	a	platform	is	used	to	
a	degree	billions	of	times	stronger	than	chance.	
Qualitatively	there	are	other	indicators	of	evidence	of	inclusion	and	understanding	
building.	New	Zealand	Secret	Santa	is	a	literal	gift	exchange	network,	where	an	
individual	is	in	a	gift	relationship	with	an	anonymous,	random	member	of	the	
community.	
Bird	of	the	Year	is	an	annual	mock	election	with	a	campaign	that	organically	mixes	
community	participation	in	memes	with	science	communication	to	inform	about	the	
candidate	birds	and	their	habitats.	
While	I	do	not	know	the	prevalence	outside	of	New	Zealand,	within	New	Zealand	
Twitter	is	used	as	a	lost	property	office,	to	see	if	people	have	spotted	lost	items,	or	to	
find	owners	of	found	items.	To	try	and	use	Twitter	as	a	lost	property	service	
presupposes	both	that	social	media	connects	strongly	to	the	real	world	that	the	
finders/owners	will	form	part	of	the	network	of	communication,	and	it	also	
presupposes	that	those	reading	will	be	helpful	in	reuniting	people	and	their	items.	
As	well	as	a	goal	to	inform	appearing	in	events	like	the	Bird	of	the	Year	election,	the	
rhetoric	around	evidence	and	data	appears	to	play	a	much	bigger	role	in	New	Zealand	
than	in	other	countries.	2018	data	checking	political	parties	use	of	the	terms	data	and	
evidence	in	Tweets,	or	documents	linked	to	from	Tweets,	shows	much	higher	usage	of	
the	terms	in	New	Zealand	than	elsewhere.	
	
Figure	6:	Rhetorical	use	of	data	and	evidence	
	
While	in	part	this	effect	is	caused	by	New	Zealand	political	parties	including	more	
linked	documents	than	parties	in	other	countries,	on	the	assumption	that	New	
Zealanders	will	want	to	do	the	reading,	even	the	assumption	that	the	polity	wants	the	
reading	available	is	different	to	other	countries.	This	suggests	that	offshore	political	
social	media	strategies	may	not	translate	well	to	New	Zealand.	
The	New	Zealand	Twitter	data,	particularly	compared	to	Australia,	suggests	that	while	
there	is	a	general	tendency	to	show	support	by	retweeting	and	liking	and	show	
disagreement	by	replying	(known	world-wide	as	ratioing),	New	Zealand	uses	replies	to	
show	support	and	criticism.	
Polarisation	is	often	discussed	in	terms	of	political	either/or	sides	thinking,	but	if	you	
take	people	replying	to	Members	of	Parliament	or	political	party	tweets	in	the	run-up	to	
the	2020	election,	and	take	the	441	most	engaged	people	who	have	liked	at	least	one	
tweet,	and	aggregate	the	liked	tweets	by	party	affiliation,	most	heavily	engaged	people	
like	multiple	parties.	
	
Figure	7:	How	many	people	like	how	many	political	parties	
While	heavily	engaged	people	may	strongly	favour	one	party,	in	particular,	liking	
material	from	sources	with	different	affiliations	is	expressly	not	polarisation.	Multiple	
liking	is	interest.	
While	most	of	this	talk	has	been	about	very	broad	patterns,	and	systemic	differences	in	
New	Zealand	social	media	indeed	include	a	lack	of	the	systemic	problems	observed	in	
other	countries,	we	still	do	have	problems.	So,	I	want	to	point	out	specific	analysis	
techniques	that	tighten	the	focus	from	“all	Twitter”	to	key	problem	areas.	
In	the	year	up	to	the	2020	New	Zealand	general	election,	I	captured	everything	Tweeted	
by	political	accounts,	and	all	replies	and	mentions	to	those	political	accounts.	New	
Zealand,	as	a	country,	is	of	a	size	where	it	is	practical	for	a	single	person	to	undertake	
such	an	action	out	of	interest.	
Two	classes	of	information	I	had	were	the	individual	tweets	from	accounts	to	political	
figures	captured	over	time	in	sweeps	of	activity,	and	the	official	public	tweet	count	of	
the	account	at	the	time	of	sweep.	This,	in	turn,	can	give	us	the	number	of	tweets	to	the	
observed	accounts	in	the	period,	and	the	official	number	of	tweets.	Which	can	be	
expressed	as	the	number	of	tweets	to	the	target	group	as	a	per	cent	of	the	total	tweets	
made.	
	
Figure	8:	Stalking	(replies	to	set	of	accounts	as	percentage	of	replies)	
	
In	general,	this	measures	the	broadness	of	the	accounts	engaged	with,	however	high	
levels	of	specific	engagement	reflect	both	enthusiasm	and	obsession.	When	I	plotted	the	
data,	what	stood	out	to	me	was	there	are	many	accounts	with	less	than	ten	official	total	
tweets	that	are	deleting	most	of	their	tweets,	evidenced	by	captured	tweet	numbers	
exceeding	100%	of	official	tweets.	I	would	suggest	that	this	deletion	+	specific	targeting	
algorithmically	identifies	a	group	in	which	a	disproportionate	number	of	anti-social	
stalker	accounts	reside.	
I	have	argued	that	the	high	level	of	replies	in	New	Zealand	Twitter	provides	space	for	
shared	understanding	to	develop.	But	that	is	predicated	on	the	replies	being	on	topic.	
To	explore	this,	I	developed	a	measure	of	non-sequiturness-	the	degree	to	which	replies	
have	language	in	common	with	the	tweet	they	are	replying	to.	For	29,064	Member	of	
Parliament/Party	tweets	in	the	6	months	before	the	New	Zealand	2020	general	election.	
I	took	each	word	in	each	tweet,	added	all	the	synonyms	for	those	words,	and	stemmed	
(removed	suffixes)	of	the	words	and	synonyms	to	create	a	contextual	word	set	for	each	
tweet.	I	then	took	the	114,838	replies	to	those	29,064	tweets,	stemmed	the	replies,	and	
checked	what	per	cent	of	stemmed	words	in	the	reply	was	in	the	contextual	word	set	of	
the	original	tweet.	
	
Figure	9:	Non-sequiturs	
	
There	is	a	hill	of	common	terms	at	about	20%	synonymous	content.	The	spike	at	zero	is	
both	low	added	context	agreement	and	disagreement-	“yeah/nah”-	and	non-sequitur	
abuse.	This	offers	a	second	way	to	focus	on	anti-social	social	media	accounts,	accounts	
dedicated	to	harassment	may	have	a	very	low	degree	of	matching	terms	as	they	are	not	
interested	in	discussing	the	topic	of	the	tweet.	
If	social	media	reflects	society,	then	we	should	see	reflections	of	what	we	observe	on	
social	media	in	wider	society.	Not	in	exact	quantitative	levels,	but	in	themes.	
The	New	Zealand	Election	Study	data	(http://www.nzes.org/exec/show/data)	suggests	
a	vastly	growing	acceptance	of	the	Treaty	of	Waitangi	in	the	majoritarian	population	
between	2002	and	2017.	Similarly,	New	Zealand	was	unusual	in	seeing	indigenous	
voices	being	read	by	those	mobilising	against	the	alt-right.	
N.Z.E.S.	data	also	suggests	that	polarisation,	if	defined	as	the	number	of	people	
maximally	disliking	at	least	1	political	party,	has	decreased	between	2002	and	2017.	
Voters	also	vote	split	and	vote	swing.	Social	media	indicates	most	politically	engaged	
people	are	liking	at	least	some	material	from	more	than	one	party.	
Lost	wallet	studies	(https://science.sciencemag.org/content/365/6448/70.full)	suggest	
that,	by	international	comparison,	New	Zealand	has	a	strong	ethos	of	trying	to	return	
lost	property	to	people,	which	seems	to	match	the	social	cohesion	that	enables	
repurposing	Twitter	as	a	lost	property	office.	
Brexit	social	media	experts	(at	least	described	as	such	in	the	media)	pledged	to	sow	
chaos	in	the	New	Zealand	2020	general	election	campaign.	Functionally,	they	sank	
without	trace.	This	suggests	that	the	evidence	of	political	discussion	in	New	Zealand	
being	different	from	other	countries,	so	political	strategies	developed	offshore	may	not	
be	as	applicable,	has	some	merit.	
Faced	with	the	World	Values	Survey	question	“Would	you	fight	for	your	country”	New	
Zealanders	were	strongly	“Don’t	Know”.	
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As	I,	in	Aotearoa	New	Zealand,	interpret	this	response,	people	feel	there	is	not	enough	
specifics	about	the	question	and	would	prefer	to	answer	“Don’t	Know”	since	they	can’t	
talk	out	the	detail.	You	people	in	other	countries,	you	(mostly)	seem	very	sure	of	
yourselves.	
Civil	society	is	always	the	first	responder	to	social	media.	While	intelligence	and	
security	institutions	in	theory	have	the	tools	and	access	to	focus	on	particular	
individuals	and	content	if	they	have	identified	them,	civil	society	will	always	be	first	to	
see	the	unanticipated	people	in	the	unanticipated	places.	Civil	society	will	always	be	the	
recruiting	target	for	extremist	groups.	In	discussions	in	closed	groups	and	encrypted	
chat	rooms,	that	amplify	the	voice	of	some	within	the	confined	space,	it	will	be	members	
of	civil	society	that	first	experience	disquiet.	
The	generalised,	stochastic	response	that	members	of	civil	society	bring	to	
encountering	things	on	the	internet,	is	determined	by	values,	information,	and	
experience	they	have	gained	from	the	community	they	are	part	of.	To	have	a	society	
resistant	to	extremism,	you	need	a	society	that	is	supportive	and	inclusive,	and	
resistance	to	online	extremism	flows	from	that.	
